LEWI Working Paper Series is an endeavour of David C. Lam Institute for East-West Studies (LEWI), a consortium with 28 member universities, to foster dialogue among scholars in the field of East-West studies. Globalisation has multiplied and accelerated inter-cultural, inter-ethnic, and inter-religious encounters, intentionally or not. In a world where time and place are increasingly compressed and interaction between East and West grows in density, numbers, and spread, East-West studies has gained a renewed mandate. LEWI's Working Paper Series provides a forum for the speedy and informal exchange of ideas, as scholars and academic institutions attempt to grapple with issues of an inter-cultural and global nature.
Magic, Medicine, Cannibalism: the China Demon in Hong Kong Horror
Emilie Yueh-yu Yeh and Neda Hei-tung Ng Hong Kong Baptist University
Abstract
Horror, or ghost film, has had a long tradition in Hong Kong film. Zombie pictures (jiangzhi pian) once took the center stage during the boom days of Hong Kong cinema in the 1980s. In early 2000, with Applause Pictures taking the lead to capitalize on the phenomenal success of J-horror, ghost films re-emerged as a highly marketable genre. But this horror resurrection has less to do with recycling previous narrative or stylistic formula than an urge to remake horror relevant to contemporary Hong Kong psyche.
Inspired by the critical work on Hong Kong's identity politics produced in the late 1990s, this paper examines two signature films from Applause Pictures-Three: Going Home (2002) and Three Extremes: Dumplings (2004) , with respect to their new treatment of ghosts and ghostly body as latent representations of Hong Kong's desire for and fear of China.
The mythical and ghostly presence of Chinese migrants is central to the narrative of the two horror films but China is not at all negative when it comes to problems of survival, competition and ambition. Here China re-surfaces as a desirable alternative to overcome aging, illness and mortality. But this gift from China (traditional Chinese medical practices) is quickly dissolved and transformed into a monstrous invasion and occupation. Horror, in this regard, displaces the backlash against overindulgence with youth, beauty and fitness, often regarded as excessive trivia in capitalist culture.
In addition the paper investigates stylistic particulars of Hong Kong horror. It is hoped that through thematic and stylistic analyses this paper will cover a wide range of cinematic and cultural aspects of contemporary Hong Kong horror.
Introduction
Horror, or ghost film, has a long standing in Hong Kong cinema. Since the 1970s, the film industry in Hong Kong has steadily churned out horror/ghost films for audiences in the region and horror has become a stable in Hong Kong cinema. i We can identify at least two narrative prototypes in Hong Kong horror. The first is called the ghost erotica, referring to romances between female spirits and male scholars.
Based on the well-known Chinese classic Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio
(Liaozhai zhiyi) written by Pu Songling in the 17th century, this type of story delineates the return of female spirits to repay their debts to men who have lent a helping hand. It touches on the liminality between the spiritual and the human world and the ambiguity between life and afterlife. Because of its classical setting and humanist treatment of the interplay between the libidinal and the moral, Pu Songling's ghost erotica has inspired such film classics as The Enchanting Shadow (Li Hanxiang, 1960) , A Touch of Zen (King Hu, 1972) and Chinese Ghost Stories I, II, III (Tsui Hark, 1987 ,1990 , 1991 Fruit Chan, 2004) to analyze the new treatments of the transgressive ghosts and ghostly bodies. By employing the literature on Hong Kong identity and its changing relations to China, we argue that these new treatments are latent representations of Hong Kong's increasing desire for a 'home' and 'mother' previously feared.
Going Home and Dumplings
Applause Pictures was established in 2000 by director-producer Peter Chan Going Home begins and ends with an old-fashioned studio where a photographer is seen taking a formal family photograph. The studio here is the locus of the uncanny, a memory bank of the repressed and aborted, where dead family members unite to take a picture. Being together is a wish denied to Yu and his family while they are alive. Now they are dead they are able to be together as a family. Kong implies that the border might only be "administrative" in nature.
The relationship between mother and child and the distinction between "subject" and "object" blurs as they become mutually dependent on each other. In a new relationship formed by consumption, both parties engage in empathetic subjectivity. xxii The fetus colonizes the maternal body, which in turn nourishes her colonizer. "Horror is fundamentally about boundaries -about the threat of transgressing them, and about the need to do so," says Freeland. xxiii And precisely because of the need, horror/cannibalism is both repulsive and attractive. This dialectical relationship of mother and fetus is analogous to Hong Kong's postcolonial ambivalence toward China. The grand design of "one country, two systems" has proved to be only an administrative device. Hong Kong and China are getting closer and more like one another as no separate, self-contained self can be found in their mutual affinity. To rejuvenate, Hong Kong scavenges on the unwanted lives from
China. Yet the rejuvenation in turn takes over the scavenger and colonizes her body. Both Going Home and Dumplings represent the past (China) with an eerie nostalgia. Going Home concludes with a regretful Hong Kong policeman who is moved by an old-fashioned love entwined with Chinese medicine. In Dumplings, the borders between China and Hong Kong prove to be elusive, administrative barriers only. As Mei is chased out of Hong Kong for causing the young girl's death, Ching
